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Week 127, Day 4: Miguel Gallardo, PsyD 

How to Avoid Getting Triggered by Our Clients in Session  

Dr. Buczynski: When a client’s emotional reactivity triggers us, how do quickly recover and avoid escalating 
the problem?  

Here’s how Dr. Miguel Gallardo shifted out of being triggered, and maintained focus on working through his 
client’s trigger. 

Dr. Gallardo: I have a client [whose] emotional triggers are around .... he feels people are not meeting his 
expectation, which are at times I think unrealistic, and he gets angry.  

This is a Mexican-born individual in his early twenties and is receiving a lot of care at this point. He's 
paralyzed from the legs down and he is constantly finding himself engaging with professionals and people 
who are trying to help him in ways that oftentimes come across as disrespectful. He's getting so frustrated 
and angry with, maybe, how they respond or don't respond. So, he's angry. Period.  

He's angry about his life circumstances and that he's paralyzed from the waist down. He's in his twenties, so, I 
think if ten out of ten people were in his shoes, they might also feel angry about the circumstances and 
situation.  

His triggers are, for example, if a professional doesn't maybe respond or give him sufficient information, he 
thinks they're incompetent or don’t respond. [If they don’t] meet his request for more support or whatever, 
he gets angry and responds in a way that comes across as disrespectful.  

This is a situation where he was referred to me because of his anger and because I was male, Latino and 
Mexican - all those kinds of things. The task was to really understand what he gains [from] his anger.  

Eventually what we learned is he feels like he already is going to be disrespected because he is an 
undocumented individual who only speaks Spanish. He's young and doesn't have money, and so he has this 
expectation of other people that they are going to treat him in a particular way. The fact is people have 
treated him that way and people continue to treat him that way.  

So, his responses and reactions and understanding of his place in the world is not to be invalidated because 
he has had those experiences. The challenge for him is he walks into every situation believing that is going to 
be the case. That's self-protective for him.  

When he feels like someone's not responding in a respectful or a thorough way, or he feels like he's not being 
treated in the same way someone from a different ethnic background or who had resources might be 
treated. He gets angry and responds in that particular way.  

A good example: there was a situation when we had a session scheduled and I needed to change the 
appointment because of a personal matter. I said to him, "Can we change our appointment? Something came 
up." And his response to me was, "Do you think I'm just sitting around all day at my house doing nothing 
waiting for appointments to go to, waiting for people to call me? Just because I'm paralyzed from the waist 
down does not mean I'm sitting at home all day waiting for you guys to call and tell me when I'm at your 
disposal to come to appointments...," this was all in Spanish by the way.  
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My initial instinctual response was like I wanted to tell him and have a similar reaction back to him, because 
I'm a human being first and foremost. My therapeutic psychology response to that was: this is what he does 
and he's now doing it with me and that's okay, because this is what we're here to work on in many ways.  

I stayed there with him and responded and said, "I understand how you feel because this happens to you 
quite a bit, I just want you to know...," and I disclosed to him why I needed to change the situation. The 
reason I changed the appointment was because a colleague of mine passed away and died. There were 
services for the individual and that's why I had to change the appointment. When I told him why I had to 
change the appointment, he was feeling a bit like, “I didn't realize that, and I don't want to come across as 
disrespectful.”  

I was able to stay with him and try to engage with him in a way that was respectful and not just write him off. 
What was happening with other professionals was he had run through several physicians and nurses because 
they just didn't want to work with him. He had run through about five or six different professionals because 
of how he was responding and so they were reinforcing his already existing belief that he's not valued as 
much as other people are - he's not seen as worthy enough to provide good services to. They were sustaining 
and perpetuating that already existing belief system for him.  

I stayed present and worked with him on that. I explained it to him, and once he understood that, he was 
able to kind of center himself.  

Then when we had our next session I spent time talking to him about what my initial reaction was and how I 
was feeling about what he said to me. I said I was wondering if he thought other people might be responding 
the same way, and what might that mean. What was he hoping he communicated to me when he responded 
to me that way? His response was that you need to respect me for who I am even though I'm undocumented, 
I don't speak English, I'm in my early 20s, and I'm paralyzed from the waist down. I am someone who should 
be respected. I wholeheartedly agreed with him on that.  

Therein lied where our work really kind of took a turn. We continued to work on addressing that anger and 
trying to help him understand that it's purposeful and I get it; but might it also be impacting him in a way 

where he's not able to get some of his needs met? How can we begin to 
learn to respond differently?  

Again, when was the last time someone needed a change in appointment 
with you or you felt like someone who was responding to you in a way that 
was disrespectful, but you didn't respond in an angry way? How can I learn 
from that situation and how can we learn from that situation and potentially 

build on that? The exception to that behavior was also important for us.  

In sharing my personal experience with him, I was very direct. I wasn't direct in a disrespectful way because I 
feel like our confrontation and challenging still needs, [often], to have that compassion, empathy, and love 
attached to it in how we're responding to folks.  

I was like, "I want to share with you my reactions to when you responded to me that way. Initially, I wanted 
to respond in an angry way. I had to take a minute to catch myself and I began to understand how other 
professionals might have said to you, 'I'm done working with you' because I had this moment of flashback 
and I was like, 'I don't necessarily want to work with this particular situation and this particular individual,' 
that's how they're going to respond to me."  

I had that fleeting thought and so I was very much direct and open with him about that and said, "But I 

“How can we begin 

to learn to respond 

differently?” 
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recognize that was my own reaction to you - my instinctual reaction to you. But it wasn't necessarily going to 
be helpful for you if I responded to you in that way, nor would I have 
really felt good about responding to you in that way given that you 
have good reasons for responding the way you do at times. So if I 
respond to you in the way of saying like, 'go away, I'm angry at you 
also, I don't want to work with you,' I simply reinforce the fact that 
how you feel is simply because there's something wrong with you. It's 
not 'there's something wrong with you;’ there are reasons why you 
respond the way you do.  

I took a step back and said I want to understand this, because you felt like you needed to respond to me in 
that way. So first off, tell me what it was about what I said and did that triggered that for you. Then help me 
understand what that response was so we can begin to understand and work on that. Then again, if I'm 
responding this way to you, and we have an ongoing relationship, I'm wondering how other people might 
respond to you who don't have a relationship with you. How they might feel in those situations?  

Are there other ways you can communicate “I should be respected and not devalued or dehumanized as an 
individual or person because of my multiple social identities that I 
carry” - the intersectionality of all that? Are there other ways you can 
do that? If so, let's talk about what else we can do about that. What 
can you do when you're feeling angry and like you know what your 
triggers are - what can you do before you respond?" 

We worked on ways to understand what some other ways of 
responding might be, without minimizing the fact that he still needs to 
be respected and humanized as an individual and cared for in that 
way. [We worked on] expanding his repertoire of options and 

responses because he just did not know how else to respond and didn't know what else to do. We worked on 
really expanding that and helping him gain some other tools, if you will, for how to do that.  

Dr. Buczynski: So by doing a little self-disclosing, Miguel was able to keep his own trigger in check. 

Not only that, but he also used it as another way of helping his client explore his own trigger.  

Now tomorrow’s Friday. And that means it’s time for our critical insights session. I’ll be joined by doctors Ron 
Siegel and Kelly McGonigal. And we’ll synthesize some of the ideas from this week. 

But right now, I’d like to hear how will you use the ideas your just heard in your practice? 

Please leave a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow. 

“It's not there's something 

wrong with you; there are 

reasons why you respond 

the way you do.” 

“What can you do when 

you're feeling angry and 

like you know what your 

triggers are - what can you 

do before you respond?" 


